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BY LEIGH GAUTHIER SAVAGE

Robin Kowalski can't complain about the buzz her research has generated.
o you cringe when people drum

research featured in such publications as USA Today, The Wall Street Journal, Allure,

their fingers on their desk?

Family Circle

Recoil when they eat with their

and Health.

"T hat completely surprised me," she says of the media attention. "I remember

mouth open? Or maybe you are driven

the day the 'Today' show called, I thought my secretary was joking. It was so foreign

over the edge by those who repeat them

to me that anyone would be interested in what I was doing."

selves, sing in public or wear shoes that
don't match their belt.
The odds are good that there are
dozens of behavior quirks that get under
your skin- especially if you are female.
Everyone has pet peeves, says Robin

She was even quoted by that most prestigious of media outlets, The National
Enquirer.

"I was so embarrassed!" she says about the decidedly non-academic article.

Although she never spoke with the writer of the story, she was pleased to see that
her statistics were at least reported correctly.
Kowalski's work has received even more attention of late, thanks to the 2003
publication of Complaining, Teasing, and Other Annoying Behaviors, by Yale University

Kowalski, but her research is the first to

Press. The book delves into the irritating traits mentioned in the title, plus many others

show that women tend to have at least twice

- including bullying, arrogance, incivility, excessive worry and deceit- while taking

as many pet peeves as men - and four

into account the perspectives of both perpetrators and victims. After asking hundreds

times as many in certain categories.
The reason isn't necessarily that women
are easily annoyed or that men exhibit more
annoying behaviors, says Kowalski. It's

of subjects to recount experiences on both sides of the annoying behaviors, Kowalski
analyzed their stories to find out what prompted the behavior, what topics were involved
and how both parties felt afterward.
While the book has earned national notice, the chapter on complaining has

simply that women tend to be more obser

prompted the most dramatic response. "The complaining chapter just resonates

vant than men.

because we all do it," Kowalski says.

"I am much more attentive to detail than
my husband is," says Kowalski, a 1 985

In fact, her own occasional propensity for complaining was actually the impetus
for her research focus.

Furman graduate who teaches psychology
at Clemson University. "He is not bothered
if clothes are all over the floor, but it drives
me nuts. I think women on average are

fter earning her bachelor's degree from Furman, Kowalski completed a master's
degree in general psychology from Wake Forest U niversity and a Ph.D. from
the University of North Carolina-Greensboro. She was named an assistant professor

more attentive to detail , and that is one

in the psychology department at Western Carolina University in Cullowhee, N . C . ,

reason why women perceive men as more

shortly after finishing her doctorate in 1 990.

annoying."

As she built her academic career, Kowalski struggled to find a research specialty

Kowalski's findings have made her

that was intriguing, somewhat unstudied and applicable to people's daily lives. She

a noted authority on irritating behaviors.

had been studying acquaintance rape because of the influence of an advisor, but felt

She has appeared on NBC's "Today" Show

she needed to find a niche of her own.

and National Public Radio and had her

"I was complaining, apparently, to a friend on the phone," she says. "I was
11

"I don't think we are nearly as respectful
of one another as we used to be."

complaining abut how I wanted to do
something different from what I had done
in graduate school. Presumably I was really
bemoaning this fact and the person on the
phone said, 'You are such a good com
plainer, why don't you investigate that?' "
Kowalski was understandably offended
at first, but soon began thinking about
her friend's suggestion - and the topic's
potential. A search at the library found
that little formal study on complaining
had been done.
"I was so excited," she says. "It was
this creative exercise. What is this? Why
do people do this? It was such a wide

so aware of complaints that they were practically all she heard. "Whatever is the most

open field and still is. That's one reason

recent thing I've looked at- teasing, incivility, bullying - that is what I start seeing

why I love it, and why it has been so much

everywhere," she says.

fun to investigate."

Her family - husband Tom Britt, a fellow psychology professor at Clemson,

While at Western Carolina she earned

and 4-year-old twin sons Noah and Jordan - often has experiences that support

a Hunter Scholarship, which allowed her

her recent findings or provide fodder for new studies. While her sons are too young

to take time away from teaching to do in

to do much complaining and teasing, Kowalski is interested to see how she will react

depth research. She used the opportunity

when those behaviors begin. After studying the pain that teasing often causes 

to delve into pet peeves, complaining

even good-natu red teasing- she jokes that it will be difficult for her not to "beat

and similar behaviors, and she later dis

up the first kid that teases my children."

cussed her findings with a local newspaper,
The Sylva Herald.

"The Associated Press

She is also fully aware that teasing is inevitable i n today's world. I ndeed, she
has found that all forms of annoying behaviors are on the rise, and have been since

picked it up, and it took off from there,"

the 1 960s. More people engage in irritating behavior because people increasingly

Kowalski says.

put their own needs ahead of the needs of others, she says.

The more she looked into the untapped

"It's almost a matter of respect," she says. "I don't think we are nearly as respectful

topic, the more questions she found and

of one another as we used to be. T hat's why you see more teasing, more complaining,

the more research she wanted to conduct.

more belching in public, profanity and everything else."

The results of her efforts are compiled

She says that the "me" generation- late and post-Baby Boomers who felt they

in her recently released book, which is

could do anything they wanted as long as their needs were satisfied - kicked off

intended for general audiences, not just

a profound shift in social interaction. Technology has played a leading role in this

academic circles.

shift, bringing increased expectations that products and people should work faster
and more efficiently than ever before. When these expectations aren't met, people

h i le Kowalski finds her work
immensely fulfilling, the subject
matter has changed the way she views

often become disappointed and angry - and hostile. Technology has also given
people new tools with which to irritate others, such as cell phones, spam and
telemarketing.

everyday interaction. When she first began

On the plus side, she says, the pendulum is likely to swing back in the near future.

doing research on complaining, she became

The public response to the Super Bowl "wardrobe malfunction" involving Janet Jackson

is just one example of a backlash against
incivility. As the public becomes less
accepting of annoying behaviors, she says,
fewer people will be likely to engage i n
them. " I t h i n k there i s going t o b e a point
where it is going to turn back," she says.
"I can't give you a good reason for that,
but I think that point is coming soon."
omplaining, however, will always
be around, and one reason is that
the behavior can often be beneficial to

Complainers must be selective about the person to whom they complain. Some people
may not be good listeners or may be good listeners only when it comes to certain topics.

the complainer, according to Kowalski's
research. She found that writing a letter
complaining about someone's behavior

universality of the subject means that she has barely scratched the surface. Next

often makes the writer feel significantly

on her agenda is finding out how teasing affects couples, and whether the teaser

better about the situation .

and the teased see certain situations in the same light. Dredging up the past could

"T here is something to the idea that
complaining, done in moderation, has this

cause some discord, she says, but it could also bring about greater understanding
between partners.

cathartic effect," she says. "Maybe talking
about it or writing about it helps you articulate

The author, a 1 994 Furman graduate with a degree in political science, earned

your thoughts, and you realize it's not as

a master's degree in journalism at the University of South Carolina. She is a freelance

serious as you thought." T his is the idea

writer in Greenville and a contributor to

The Greenville Journal.

behind journaling: People write about
subjects that bother them as a means of
expressing frustration and achieving clarity.
While complaining can be a good thing,
Kowalski is quick to point out that it must
be done in moderation - no one likes to
be around a constant complainer- and
complainers must be selective about the
person to whom they complain . Some

Th9 Fu,Man inFIUenc9
obin Kowalski feels fortunate to
have found success doing a job she
loves, and her time at Furman (1981 85) played a large part in allowing
her to reach that goal.
Furman, she says, was where

people may not be good listeners, or they

she began to overcome her extreme

may be good listeners only when it comes

shyness, where her interest in

to certain topics. It is also i mportant to con
sider the goal of the complaint: Do we just
want to vent, or do we want someone to

psychology was piqued, and where
she forged strong bonds with
professors that continue to this day.
"I loved it at Furman and had a

pose possible solutions? While she tries

great time, and I was definitely well·

to avoid stereotypes, Kowalski has found

prepared for grad school," she says.

that women often want a sounding board,
while men tend to look for a solution.
How do we moderate our annoying
behaviors? The key, Kowalski says, is
awareness. By taking the perspective
of the person we are teasing, bullying
or complaining to, we can see our behavior
in a new light and assess whether our
behaviors are rude or thoughtless.
While her extensive research has
allowed her to reach a greater understand

relationsh i p they had with their
teachers.
For example, Kowalski recently

"And so many of the ways I teach

brought her two sons to Furman

now, and the way I mentor, are

for a swim class and saw religion

modeled on ways I was mentored

professor John Shel ley, who taught

as an undergraduate."
She was particularly struck
by how much time Furman pro

her 20 years ago. She introduced
herself, thinking there was no way
he would remember her, and Shelley

fessors spent working one-on-one

im mediately said, "You wrote

with students, getting to know them

a paper on The Color Purple."

personally and discussing topics
far beyond what was happening

"I did," Kowalski says. "It was
truly unbelievable. I don't know how

in the classroom. Students may

he remembered that. But I walked

not remember the specific facts

away thinking I want to be able

from their classes, she says, but

to do that."

they will remember the kind of

- Leigh Gauthier Savage

ing of irksome human behavior, the
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